Brief History

The history of PNLA is a pioneering story. The vast region of the Pacific Northwest was still a frontier in the 1900s, and the librarians of that time were pioneers in their field. Even with today's rapid transportation, the distance separating this region from the eastern and central portions of North America is appreciable. In 1909 the travel time, and even more, the slowness of communication by mail emphasized the isolation of these early librarians, valiantly gathering their small collections of books, and appealing to Andrew Carnegie for help in sheltering them. It was a time of small beginnings, but these early efforts held the promise of a great and productive future. The Pacific Northwest was fortunate in its leadership. Strong personalities with vision and foresight guided the young organization from its earliest days.

The Alaska-Yukon Pacific Exposition of 1909 provided the colorful setting for the inception of this first, and to this day unique, international regional library association. Born in June, 1909 at a three day conference held at the University of Washington campus in Seattle, the new organization adopted a constitution and by-laws on the morning of June 10. Some thirty-five Oregon and Washington librarians were in attendance as well as the Provincial Librarian from British Columbia. Eighty-five names were printed in the first membership list including one from British Columbia, twenty-five from Oregon and fifty-nine from Washington. In 1911, two Idaho librarians joined the Association, and in 1914 three Montana librarians were added to the membership. 1919's membership directory included librarians from Utah as well. Thus, it was not until a full decade after the association was organized that the membership reflected the entire geographic area originally contemplated by the founders.

The constitution and by-laws adopted that first meeting were not changed for nine years, when changes raised annual dues from fifty cents to a dollar and increased the number of committees from two to eight.

From the very beginning the framework for continuing education was present. The early 'proceedings recount the topics of papers given to the benefit of the membership. The second conference saw papers on problems still with us today: "Work with Children in the Small Library," "Vacation Reading," "How to increase the Culture Reading of College Students," and "Methods of Preserving Clippings and Small Pamphlets."

Trustees first took part in PNLA in 1913. A paper presented by Mrs. J.S. McKee and Frank Lamb, trustees of the small public library of Hoquiam, Washington, was entitled "The Trustee's Point of View." It is reported that Mrs. McKee's speech with its frequent witty comments kept the Association in a gale of laughter. Her common sense is as applicable today as it was in 1913.

The Association voted in 1914 to affiliate with the American Library Association, and William E. Henry was designated as the first PNLA representative. That affiliation was lost during the recent reorganization of ALA. PNLA moved many concerns to the national level and drew attention of ALA to the needs of Northwest librarians and libraries. For example, PNLA compiled and published the Subscription Books Bulletin until it was taken over by ALA in 1930.  The conference in 1916 focused on the need for libraries in Alaska. Cornelia Marvin who "has had a good deal of correspondence on the subject and feels that the Pacific Northwest Library Association should do all in its power to secure good library legislation for Alaska and to help the small libraries there in every possible way." The first PNLA Committee on Alaska was established in that same year.

The twenties brought Charles W. Smith to the presidency of PNLA and his works echo yet:

"A glance through the published Proceedings shows that questions of technique were given much attention during the first five years. No one challenged our useful and modest place in the sun and we proceeded with conscientious endeavor to perfect the mechanism of our work. During the past five years, it has been our main task to bring our resources to bear upon a single and definite problem, the defeat of the Prussian menace."

Ruth Gershevsky summarizes it so well:

"During these ten years the Association developed into a strong organization of over two hundred members. Its annual conferences, planned around general subjects of interest to all, afforded an opportunity for friendly acquaintance as well as the exchange of ideas and the nourishment of ideals. The meetings, almost from the beginning, became clearinghouses for cooperative undertakings, modestly scaled to the talents of the membership, yet with sufficient vision and inspiration to fire those attending with enthusiasm for accomplishment."

The financial crash of 1929 resulted in a downward trend affecting librarians along with other professional workers. In the early 20's salaries were low, but work was plentiful, and opportunities numerous. The salaries in the thirties were slightly improved, but library staffs 

were being cut everywhere.

In 1932 Harriet Long, Oregon State Librarian, entitled her presidential address "Holding the Line." She stated,

"Never in the history of our profession has the librarian stood at so strategic a point. The very doubt and discouragement which have been disheartening to the thousands weighed down by financial cares and unemployment, have driven people in unprecedented numbers to our doors ... Few other departments of public services have been called upon to make an already decreased appropriation stretch to cover so greatly increased a demand. That it has been done at all successfully, testifies to the loyalty and devotion of the library staff and to the ingenuity and resourcefulness of the librarian and the library board members."

The first issue of the Quarterly, subtitled "A Northwest Journal of Current Library Opinion," appeared in October 1936. The most significant item in its sixteen pages of articles, comment and advertising was a short notice headed "A Regional Bibliographic Center for the Pacific Northwest," signed by Charles W. Smith, Chairman, PNLA Committee on Bibliography. That Center later was created and until 1970 operated under the leadership of PNLA. He commented; "The proposal to create in our territory a bibliographic center is a challenge to the librarians of the Pacific Northwest.

No cooperative library project of this magnitude has ever been undertaken by the PNLA. Can we get together on a proposition of this size? Is it worth the effort?" Apparently it was.

The highlight of the conference in 1940 was the Young Reader's Choice Award luncheon. Harry Hartman, popular Seattle bookseller had written the Association in 1938 and suggested: "For quite a number of years we have wished that some recognition would be given to a book for children which your readers endorse as being an excellent story. The reading habit is best developed through reading those books which are most entertaining and instructive from the young persons point of view."

Alaska was again a topic in 1944. "The library-map of the Pacific Northwest and Alaska is being gradually rolled back. New horizons are appearing but we have not yet readied the last frontier... Alaska is in the throes of planning a whole new library scheme for that Territory ... Governor Gruening has a very live sense of the importance of good reading material for everyone who wants and needs it in the territory."

Another highlight of the forties was the creation of a Committee on Books for the Blind. A Union Catalogue of Books in Embossed Type in Libraries of the Pacific Northwest was a product of the committee.

The highlight of 1955 was a $60,000 award from the Ford Foundation to support a two year study by the Association of university, college, school, and public library facilities in the Pacific Northwest for the purpose of coordinating and improving such facilities and services. Dr. Morton Kroll and Henry T. Drennan headed the project which resulted in four volumes of data concerning libraries in the Pacific Northwest.

The sixties brought an examination of the purpose of the Association. Different approaches were tried with respect to annual conferences, terms of officers – in short a period of experimentation. A focus on continuing education and publishing emerged. As the state and provincial associations became stronger, it was apparent that PNLA would have to adjust its approach. In the early seventies there was yet another reorganization of terms of office, but the continuing education focus was strengthened. The constitution was adjusted to specify that no more than one-third of any annual meeting could be composed of business. The remaining two-thirds must be planned for workshops, seminars, etc.

The Eighties proved to be productive and active for PNLA and its membership. In 1979 the W.K. Kellogg Project, the Career Development and Assessment Center for Librarians was a pioneering effort which demonstrated that technology is an effective tool for change. Sponsored by the University of Washington's School of Librarianship, the Washington State Library and PNLA, the three year project provided 89 librarians in the northwest with an assessment of present and potential management skills and career development guidance.

The Pacific Northwest Bibliographic Center (PNBC) was disbanded in 1983; the Union Catalog was transferred to the University of Washington libraries and the remaining funds were transferred to the Washington Library Network (WLN which, in 1985, became the Western Library Network). A Joint Planning Team was formed as an ad hoc committee of PNLA with Maryan E. Reynolds as Chairperson in 1983; this group recommended to the PNLA membership ten alternatives for resource sharing.

At the annual conference in 1983, in Sun Valley, ID, the membership was notified about a $3.5 million grant from the Fred Meyer Charitable Trust to support academic library mobilization of resources throughout Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington in their task of satisfying research and scholarship needs. Douglas Ferguson was appointed the Director of the Library and Information Resources for the Northwest program (LIRN) of the Trust. The LIRN program is part of the related Trust efforts to assist educational institutions to respond successfully to the challenge of technological change.

At the annual conference in 1985, in Eugene, Oregon, the members in attendance voted to dissolve all of the Divisions of PNLA; the Second Vice President will be coordinating Interest Group activities and programs. With the change in structure from Divisions to Interest Groups, a Trustee representative was retained on the Board.

The eventful years of PNLA have drawn together librarians in the oldest regional library association on the North American Continent. Through it the librarians of the Province of British Columbia and the States of Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington, and more recently with Alaska and Alberta, have worked cooperatively and effectively to bring books and related materials into direct support of their respective commonwealths, of the region as a whole, and of the two great nations of Canada and the United States.

Achievements of the Association have demonstrated that it has been a quickening and enlivening factor in the educational, economic, and cultural growth and progress of the area its serves. As a result, the area now has a more enlightened citizenry, and a stronger, healthier democracy than would have been possible had there been no PNLA.

To quote Charles H. Compton's address in 1917: "In the last few years we have heard it asserted many times, 'man is by nature a fighting animal.' But, the question I want to ask is this, is the genus librarian a cooperating animal?" Indeed we have been.

